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networking, relationships and collaboration, edu-
cational outcomes, fundraising and future research 
capacity, raising awareness and profiling, showcas-
ing, and destination reputation (Foley, Schlenker 
& Edwards, 2011; Foley, Schlenker, Edwards, & 
Lewis-Smith, 2013; Jago & Deery, 2010). Friend-
ships forged through business events have been a 
cornerstone of scientific meetings and business 
activity for many years. As early as 1933, Bassett 
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Business events are celebrated for their contributions to community and industry. They are under-
stood to be shared social contexts in which people meet to advance knowledge, sell products, and net-
work. Less celebrated and, arguably, less understood is that business events provide a context for the 
development of friendships. In 2011 an online survey was conducted with the delegates of five inter-
national business events held in Sydney, Australia in the period 2009–2011. The survey was designed 
to investigate business legacies of the events (such as investment opportunities, research collabora-
tions) rather than sociable legacies. however, a surprising number of references to friendship were 
made in the “additional comments” sections of the questionnaire. reflecting on this finding, this 
article argues that friendships forged at business events contribute to, respectively: the well-being 
of delegates, association membership levels, conference attendance, retention of personnel in the 
profession, successful research and professional collaborations, and creativity and innovation in the 
sector. Business event planners can maximize opportunities for sociable outcomes among delegates 
by designing warm and inviting event spaces that facilitate interaction, and by providing social space 
for the development of relationships, optimal conditions for sociability, and opportunities for play to 
stimulate creativity and build community.
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Introduction
Business events come in many forms, includ-
ing conferences, conventions, meetings, seminars, 
summits, exhibitions, training, and recognition and 
incentive programs (Edwards, Foley & Schlenker, 
2011, p. iii). They are attended for the opportunities 
they afford delegates for realizing a range of benefits 
and outcomes in the form of knowledge expansion, 
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the sake of those benefits are unlikely to result in 
friendship. Friendship does not succeed when there 
are attempts to use others for gain (Lynch, 2005; 
mcDonald, Wearing, & Ponting, 2008).
Contributions to the literature examining the 
concept of friendship have been made in almost 
every century dating back to antiquity (Lynch, 
2005). The historical record provides information 
about ways in which the nature of friendship has 
changed over millennia along with the changing 
circumstances of Western life. Urban dislocation, 
time constraints (Lynch, 2005), and the cult of indi-
vidualism (mcDonald et al., 2008) have altered the 
way friendship is experienced. According to Lynch 
(2005) “the heterogeneity of modern life is regarded 
as making friendship more difficult to sustain for 
modern individuals than it would have been for the 
good men of Aristotle’s polis” (p. x). Friendship 
today is less about a complete union between indi-
viduals than was the case in earlier eras. In Lynch’s 
(2005) view, modern friends typically share only 
those aspects of their lives that they have in com-
mon, and are aware and tolerant of the need to limit 
their understanding of each other.
Despite such limitations, friendships continue to 
be valued and the meanings of friendship emerge 
in the relationships between people (Lynch, 2005). 
Finally, it is important to note that the development 
of friendship among individuals can be fostered or 
inhibited (Lynch, 2005) by external factors.
Friendship permeates both personal and work 
spheres. research in organizational behavior sug-
gests that business friendships are common (Ingram 
& Zou, 2008; Turnbull & Wheeler, 2009; Zcan, 
1995) and that they establish mechanisms of trust, 
empathy, and sympathy as well as common grounds 
of values, beliefs, and interests.
The friendship that arises from business rela-
tionships has been found to result in instrumental 
benefits for careers and improved organizational 
performance (Ingram & Zou, 2008); personal con-
tacts and the sharing and exchanging of informa-
tion that can lead to decisions regarding strategic 
activities of the firm (Deans, Gill, & Apedaile, 
1996; Turnbull & Wheeler, 2009); assessment of 
market trends (Deans et al., 1996); and tacit col-
lusion and cooperative efforts (Ingram & roberts, 
2000). Significantly, though, harris and Wheeler 
(2005) explain that the origins of these relationships 
encouraged his colleagues to attend the National 
Association of Teachers of Speech Convention: 
“there we shall have an opportunity to meet friends 
and fellow-workers and enjoy social hours together” 
(p. 566). It was at such conventions, he argued, that 
firm bonds of fellowship were established and pre-
served, as conventions afforded the opportunity 
for people to meet face to face, know each other, 
exchange ideas, formulate plans, and determine 
objectives under the quickening influence of spo-
ken words and personal contacts. Two decades later 
Cook (1954) sought to persuade his colleagues that 
the Tax Executive Industry (TEI) conference was 
“not just a schedule of planned events with which 
you may be either entertained or bored; nor are 
its tax sessions designed to serve the purpose of a 
lecture series. [It is] an opportunity to extend your 
personal associations, many of which will ripen into 
lasting friendships” (pp. 3–4).
A literature review has found that, in the busi-
ness event sector, friendship is a by-product of con-
ference attendance and the level of attention paid 
to friendship by contemporary business event plan-
ners may not be adequate. most events include a 
social program—typically comprising a welcome/
reception, conference dinner, and a tour option—
but the sociable aspects of the events are not gener-
ally referred to in the objectives or strategic plans 
for business events.
This article addresses the links between business 
events and friendship and the benefits that these 
friendships bring to various stakeholders (delegates, 
professional associations, industry), and provides a 
discussion of strategies that can be adopted by busi-
ness event professionals to maximize opportunities 
for sociable outcomes among delegates. The fol-
lowing section reviews the literature on friendship 
and the sociable aspects of business events.
Literature review
Friendship is a voluntary relationship, it involves 
an emotional bond, and the emotional attachment 
between friends is a reciprocal one (Lynch, 2005). 
Friendship evolves where there is a “setting and an 
audience to express unique aspects of [our] person-
ality” and generates trust, reciprocity and a sense 
of belonging (mcmillan, 1996, p. 315). Friendship 
brings benefits, but relationships engaged in for 
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robert’s (2011) work on cross-cultural friend-
ship in the context of missionary associations and 
Christian conferences in the early to mid-20th cen-
tury highlights that professional associations (in 
this case, missionary associations) were comfort-
able to speak overtly about the role of friendship 
in their field up until the mid-20th century. Later, 
terms like “partnership” and “networks” began to 
replace “friendship” as adjustments were made to 
account for the increasingly performance-based, 
isolating, and competitive demands of the latter 
part of the 20th century (robert, 2011). robert 
notes that the idea of partnership was more corpo-
rate and structured and less intimate than that of 
friendship and questions whether anyone has time 
these days to make friends as people busily work 
at cross-cultural networking that “looks good on a 
résumé” (p. 106).
Small, harris, Wilson, and Ateljevic (2011) refer 
to the link between friendship and conferences in 
their reflection on work–life harmony for women 
in tourism academia. For Small et al. (2011) con-
ferences provide academics with a break from 
the usual demands of day-to-day life. A group of 
women in their study mention, in particular, a break 
from the demands of family afforded by conference 
attendance. They also note that the women “expe-
rienced harmony when [they] felt at one with those 
around [them]” and that most of their memories of 
harmony were of occasions away from offices and 
universities (pp. 28–29). Their memories of dishar-
mony, on the other hand, were of events in their 
institutions where they felt isolated. Small et al. 
(2011) conclude their article with a call for strategic 
planning to achieve work–life harmony. They make 
the point that friends work well together and that 
friendships are important to their well-being. Small 
et al. (2011) suggest that achieving harmony may 
require academics to temporarily step outside of the 
system, to find spaces where they can share “expe-
riences with other like minded people” (p. 34).
In a factor analysis of motivations to attend busi-
ness events, Fjelstul, Severt, and Breiter (2009) 
reported that “socialization was . . . a leading influ-
ence for attendance” (pp. 39–40). For Baby Boom-
ers socialization was defined as “meeting friends” 
and “making new friends” (p. 36); in essence, then, 
building friendships. Generation X respondents were 
also motivated by meeting friends and making new 
are either personal or social and often developed 
initially without any idea of the eventual outcomes 
of the relationship.
Bathelt, malmberg, and maskell (2004) suggest 
that innovation, knowledge creation, and learn-
ing are all best understood if seen as the result of 
interactive processes where people possessing dif-
ferent types of knowledge and competencies come 
together to exchange information. Such exchanges 
and interactions can occur in different ways, 
including over the telephone or video conferencing. 
however if the knowledge is diffuse and tacit then 
subtle forms of information exchange will only 
occur where people meet repeatedly in a supporting 
environment (Bathelt et al., 2004). Business events 
such as conferences, conventions, and congresses 
afford such an environment.
hickson (2006) states that conferences provide 
opportunities for delegates to become part of a net-
work of lifelong professional and personal friends 
and that this network can increase exponentially 
over time. maskell, Bathelt, and malmberg (2005) 
argue that business events are vehicles that allow 
the interaction between business people and firms 
to take place, providing a temporal context for 
intensified knowledge exchange and social interac-
tion. This perspective highlights the relevance (and 
necessity) of conferences for facilitating the social 
interaction required for the exchange of visions, 
opinions, and ideas and for the development of pro-
fessional and personal friendships. In this respect 
entrepreneurs interviewed by Bahlmann, huys-
man, Elfring, and Groenewegen (2009), who were 
regular participants of conferences and congresses, 
stated that the chance to build relationships with 
other regular participants resulted in improved 
business performance.
Business events are layered in social outcomes. 
For example, people who attend trade fairs and inter-
act with one another as competitors, colleagues, or 
experts during the day can become acquaintances 
at less formal dinner meetings and gatherings in the 
evening or outside the event program (maskell et 
al., 2005; Uzzi, 1997). maskell et al. (2005) found 
that “through consecutive trade fairs and conven-
tions, potential partners get to know one another 
better so that some level of relational trust can 
be established. Initial low risk interaction may be 
gradually intensified in a stepwise manner” (p. 6).
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reputation. Using Grounded Theory as the over-
arching methodology to analyze data from five 
exploratory case studies assisted the researchers 
to study the phenomenon in a natural setting and 
generate theories from practice (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2003; Glaser, 1998). Subsequently these themes 
were developed into an online survey instrument to 
test the themes across a larger number of confer-
ences and delegates.
The survey contained three main sections. Sec-
tion one examined the reasons why exhibitors and 
sponsors support congresses and the estimated 
investment they may have received as a result of 
their support. In Section two, the six major themes 
were crafted into attribute items and grouped under 
five broad areas: general benefits and outcomes; 
individual benefits and outcomes gained; host des-
tination benefits and outcomes; how individuals 
used benefits and outcomes gained; and how indi-
viduals shared benefits and outcomes gained.
Section three asked some general questions about 
the occurrence of benefits and outcomes, Sydney’s 
reputation as a world-class congress destination, 
respondents’ overall satisfaction with their con-
gress, as well as basic demographic questions. It 
was in this section that respondents could comment 
on any other benefits and outcomes they may have 
realized from attending the conference.
The survey was piloted for clarity, length, and 
general consistency of results in march 2011, with 
20 responses being received (these were subse-
quently excluded from the final sample). minor 
amendments were made to the final version of the 
survey. The online survey was distributed to 13,200 
attendees—comprising delegates, sponsors, exhibi-
tors, and members of the organizing committee—of 
five international congresses held in Sydney 
between January 2009 and April 2011 (Table 1). A 
survey link, embedded into an introductory email, 
was distributed to attendees of the five congresses 
progressively from march 30, 2011 by Business 
Events Sydney, the organization responsible for 
promoting Sydney as a business events destination, 
and attracting national and international business 
events to the city.
As an incentive for response, respondents had 
the chance to win prizes including a return Qantas 
airfare from any domestic or international port to 
Sydney, and an Apple iPad. Surveying closed on 
friends and by “spending time with likeminded peo-
ple” (p. 38). The authors recommend that association 
planners “increase socialization opportunities for 
members and attendees” (p. 40). Not only do these 
sociable aspects make conference attendance and 
association membership more attractive but research 
has found that association membership increases 
retention in the professions (Fjelstul et al., 2009).
repeat attendance at regularly held business 
events underpins the establishment of personal 
and professional friendships among individu-
als. The nature of friendships linked to business 
events has not been examined in any great depth 
except to note that the friendships are not usually 
begun with outcomes in mind and they emerge in 
leisurely settings. This finding is supported by the 
friendship literature, which argues that relation-
ships formed for ulterior motives are not likely to 
result in friendship. Although friendships are not 
established for gain, the benefits they generate are 
evident. Friendships motivate attendance at busi-
ness events and membership of professional asso-
ciations. membership of professional associations 
increases retention in professions. Friends work 
well together and this has implications for research 
and business collaborations.
The next sections present the methodology 
and findings of the current study where delegates 
reported on the links between friendship and busi-
ness events at five international congresses held 
in Sydney 2009–2011, including the 12th World 
Congress of the World Federation for Ultrasound 
in medicine and Biology 2009 (WFUmB); the 7th 
International Orthodontics Congress 2010 (IOC); 
the International Federation of Surveyors Congress 
2010 (FIG); the human Proteome Organisation 9th 
Annual World Congress 2010 (hUPO); and the 
Asia Pacific Academy of Ophthalmology Congress 
2011 (APAO).
methodology
Foley et al. (2011), using Grounded Theory meth-
odology, identified six major themes that reflect the 
benefits and outcomes that can arise from a busi-
ness event. These included knowledge expansion; 
networking, relationships, and collaboration; fund-
raising and future research capacity; raising aware-
ness and profiling; and showcasing and destination 
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42% of all respondents aged 50-plus. however, as 
with gender, this varied significantly between con-
gresses, with 57% of FIG respondents aged 50-plus, 
compared with just 20% of hUPO respondents. In 
may 13, 2011. By this deadline 1,441 surveys had 
been received. Of these 1,090 were deemed valid, in 
that they had been either completed or nearly fully 
completed. Some respondents chose not to identify 
themselves for the purposes of the prize draw; how-
ever, this did not invalidate their response.
Quantitative data were analyzed using the Sta-
tistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) and 
are the subject of another paper. Some 305 respon-
dents chose to answer the open-ended questions as 
to whether there were any other benefits and out-
comes they gained from attending the conference. 
Ethnographic Content Analysis (ECA) was used to 
analyze these responses. Whereas the topical cat-
egories in traditional content analysis are gener-
ally predetermined and fixed, central to ECA is its 
reflexive nature and constant discovery of themes 
(Altheide, 1987; O’reilly, 2005). While topical 
categories may initially guide the study “others are 
allowed and expected to emerge throughout the 
study” (Altheide, 1987, p. 68). It is the qualitative 
findings on friendships forged at business events 
that emerged from the data, which are the focus of 
this article.
Findings
Table 2 presents the profile of respondents as 
aggregated data from the five congresses. In all, 
63% of respondents were male and 37% were 
female. however there were significant differences 
between the congresses, with females representing 
59% of respondents from WFUmB, and males rep-
resenting 88% of FIG respondents. Age distribution 
was skewed slightly towards older delegates, with 
Table 1




12th World Congress of the World Federation for Ultrasound  
in medicine and Biology (WFUmB) August/September 2009 1,400
a
7th International Orthodontics Congress (IOC) February 2010 3,600
b
International Federation of Surveyors Congress (FIG) April 2010 2,200
b
human Proteome Organisation 9th Annual World Congress (hUPO) September 2010 994
a
Asia Pacific Academy of Ophthalmology Congress (APAO) march 2011 5,006
a
a
Actual number distributed excluding bouncebacks.
b
Attendee estimates taken from individual congress websites.
Table 2




























years worked in main occupation
Less than 2 years 5%
2–5 years 11%
5–10 years 17%
more than 10 years 67%
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warm friendship” suggests feelings of belonging 
and connectedness. The theme running through 
the data is that there is an emotional bond between 
conference attendees. “Business” referred to more 
instrumental benefits and outcomes such as career 
opportunities and enhanced practice and business 
performance. however, these variants are con-
nected as attendees stated that friendships supported 
new networks, assisted in expanding networks, and 
increased the interactions an attendee could have at 
the conference.
“Social” represents activities that offered oppor-
tunities related to friendships. The social program, 
social events, social venues, and social scene were 
elements that enabled attendees to increase their 
social interaction. As maskell et al. (2005) and Uzzi 
(1997) have argued business events are layered in 
social outcomes wherein people who interact as com-
petitors, colleagues, or experts during the day can 
become acquaintances at social meetings and gath-
erings in the evening or outside the event program.
Business events generate tourism. Larsen, Urry, 
and Axhausen (2006) argue that a great deal of 
tourism is about “people” rather than “place” 
and that “research has neglected issues of social-
ity and corporeal copresence and thereby over-
looked how more and more tourism is concerned 
with (re)producing social networks” (p. 244). The 
data collected in this study suggest that congress 
attendance was also concerned with (re)producing 
social networks.
The findings of this study, together with previ-
ous research into business events and friendship, 
confirm that friendships forged at business events 
generate beneficial outcomes at individual, associa-
tion, and industry levels. The next section draws on 
a broad range of literature to develop ideas on ways 
to encourage these sociable legacies from business 
events. Ideas for enhancing the sociable aspects of 
business events have been drawn from the litera-
ture on sociability and from areas of leisure theory, 
including huizinga’s (1980) play theory. This body 
of literature, while extensively used in the leisure 
field and others, has been underutilized in event 
studies (Getz, 2007). The discussion that follows 
presents ideas for leveraging the sociable legacies 
of business events under the topic areas of time out 
from daily routines, sociability, play, and designing 
event spaces.
terms of their role at the congress, almost 53% of 
respondents were there as practi tioner delegates, 
while academic delegates comprised a further 37%. 
The exception is hUPO, to which 77% of respon-
dents were academic delegates. Organizing com-
mittee members made up 5% of the sample, with 
exhibitors and sponsors comprising the balance. 
The majority of respondents (54%) were from Aus-
tralia, New Zealand, and/or the Pacific. respon-
dents from Asia/middle East regions comprised 
19% of respondents, with a further 17% of respon-
dents from Europe. The large majority of respon-
dents (67%) had worked in their main occupation 
for 10 years or more.
ECA was used to analyze the open-ended ques-
tions as to whether there were any other benefits 
and outcomes respondents gained from attending 
the conference. Emerging from the data were six 
main categories of benefits and outcomes, includ-
ing “broadening networks,” “better awareness and 
appreciation of international practices,” “enhanced 
teaching,” “career opportunities,” “appreciation of 
Australia,” and “friendship.” Each category had an 
associated set of descriptors arising from the data. 
With the exception of friendship all other categories 
were considered to be in line with the questionnaire. 
That is, they were considered to support the tone 
of the quantitative questions in the survey and did 
not add anything new to the findings. The category 
of “friendship,” and its related variants—friends, 
friendly, relationships—was a theme that had not 
been addressed elsewhere in the survey nor had it 
arisen in the Foley et al. (2011) study. Descriptors 
co-occurring with friends included “new,” “old,” 
“reaffirm,” “renew,” “visit,” “enhancing,” “warm,” 
“business,” and “social.”
Attendees indicated that conferences enable 
an environment in which to make new friends, 
reconnect with old friends, visit friends they have 
in the conference destination, and reaffirm and 
enhance friendships they have made at previous 
conferences. As previously found, conferences 
continue to provide opportunities for delegates to 
become part of a network of lifelong professional 
and personal friends that can grow over the years 
(hickson, 2006).
“Warm” and “business” referred to the nature 
of the friendship. For instance, attending a well-
run conference “helps foreigners and provides a 
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enriched, more leisurely, personal and social rela-
tions” (Thompson, 1967, p. 95).
Like holidays, business events are shared social 
contexts that take people away from their estab-
lished routines (Edwards et al., 2011). Events are, 
by definition, out of the ordinary experiences (Allen, 
O’Toole, mcDonnell, & harris, 2011). Attending a 
conference allows temporary escape from the day-
to-day stresses of ordinary life (Small et al., 2011). 
It is, in a sense, time out—a break from the usual 
routine. This “time out” aspect of business event 
attendance provides the opportunities and space 
in which friendships might develop, particularly 
if the delegates are repeat attendees at a regularly 
held conference.
Summing up, the findings suggest that it would 
be appropriate for business event planners to 
maximize the “time out” aspects of conferences 
wherever possible. Ways of doing this might 
include loosening tight schedules, increasing the 
length of breaks, and providing more structured 
but casual leisure opportunities for delegates; in 
effect, providing plenty of relaxed social space in 
which delegates are encouraged to spend time with 
each other.
Sociability
Providing relaxed social space for sociable inter-
action to occur is crucial for supporting the devel-
opment of friendship but it may not be enough on 
its own. Georg Simmel, one of sociology’s most 
influential early figures, offers advice for achieving 
sociability. his work has been used extensively in 
many fields and offers new insights into the study 
of events.
According to Simmel (1964), moments of socia-
bility are most often realized in the context of con-
versation. Sociability exists in those rare moments 
between people when conversation is gripping, 
lively, and playful, and has no motive other than the 
enjoyment that each receives from the interaction. 
In purely sociable conversation, the topic is merely 
the indispensable medium through which the lively 
exchange of speech itself unfolds its attractions. 
The usual forms of conversation—“quarrel, appeal 
to norms, pacification by compromise, discovery of 
common convictions,” to name a few—are not used 
for their usual purposes, but derive their significance 
Discussion
Time Out From Daily Routines
The treadmill of daily existence in Western, neo-
liberal societies has been identified as a less than 
ideal environment for forming meaningful relation-
ships with the people around us (mcDonald et al., 
2008). Busy people in Western societies often find 
it difficult to let go of their “to do” lists for the sake 
of spending slow, leisurely hours with compan-
ions (Thompson, 1967). however, in order to have 
opportunities for meaningful social interactions, 
people need to take time out from their busy sched-
ules and established routines. This is also appropri-
ate in the context of business events, where it is 
suggested that business event planners maximize 
the “time-out” opportunities for delegates.
Taking time out to attend a single business event 
may not be sufficient to establish friendships. 
research has identified links between friendship 
and repeat attendance at annual association con-
ferences and congresses (hickson 2006; Small et 
al., 2011). Similarly, Foley and hayllar (2009), 
Kyle and Chick (2004), and marles (2002) have 
established clear links between repeat visitation 
to various campgrounds and holiday parks and 
the development of friendships. Taken out of their 
regular routine, the regular repeat visitors in each 
study found the time to develop relationships with 
their fellow. After a period of time, the resulting 
friendships became the main motivation for con-
tinuing to take the same holiday at the same desti-
nation each year.
Foley and hayllar (2009) argue that for the dura-
tion of the caravan park holiday, the participants in 
their study revert to an older sense of time, let go 
of the need to engage in “purposive leisure,” and 
adopt a more classical approach to leisure—as a 
state of being rather than activity (de Grazia, 1962). 
Their findings indicate that this set of behaviors and 
attitudes opens up space for developing and main-
taining friendships, building aspects of trust and the 
mutual benefits that come from being part of a tran-
sient yet meaningful community, and contributing 
to and enjoying the symbolic celebration of these 
intrinsic qualities. Over years of repeat visitation, 
they argue, the campers have “relearn[ed] some 
of the arts of living lost in the industrial revolu-
tion: how to fill the interstices of their days with 
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student feel as welcome as the keynote speaker. 
This will help to provide optimal conditions for 
sociability to occur and experiences of sociability 
are likely to encourage the establishment of friend-
ships among business event participants. This in 
turn makes attending future events more attractive 
to delegates and may encourage membership of the 
relevant associations. In the next section we expand 
the discussion of play to examine further benefits.
Play
The theme of play is central to many events. 
Indeed, a significant part of the attraction of many 
festivals and events is the “invitation” to play. Ear-
lier in the article we established that events, by 
definition, are “out of the ordinary” experiences. 
Significantly, “out of the ordinary” is also a char-
acteristic of a play experience (huizinga, 1980). 
most of us are drawn to attend events by the expec-
tation that we are going to have some fun and 
enjoy ourselves. Events are social spaces in which 
play is often encouraged. Preeminent play theorist, 
 hui zinga (1980), contends that enjoyment or what 
he calls the “fun-element” is the thing “that charac-
terises the essence of play” (p. 3) and that “genuine, 
pure play is one of the main bases of civilization” 
(p. 5). There is no reason then why opportunities 
for playful experiences cannot feature as part of the 
attraction of a business event.
Of particular significance to this study is 
 hui zinga’s (1980) contention that a “play- community 
tends to become permanent even after the game is 
over” (p. 12). The “feeling of being . . . in an excep-
tional situation, of sharing something important, of 
mutually withdrawing from the rest of the world 
and rejecting the usual norms, retains its magic 
beyond the duration of the individual game” (p. 12). 
If you have shared play experiences with someone 
you often share a bond that continues well after the 
initial playful event.
Play contains a creative element. Play opens the 
way for experimentation and allows novel forms of 
behavior to be tested. Play “can enable an individ-
ual to acquire an awareness of the self as a cause of 
activity which invites transgression of conventional 
restraints, thus creating time and space out of struc-
ture where new social arrangements can be experi-
mented with” (Wearing, 1998, p. 40). The processes 
from “the fascinating play of relations they create 
among the participants” (Simmel, 1964, p. 52).
While most forms of association between people 
are driven by ulterior motives, Simmel (1964) con-
siders sociability to be the “play-form” or “pure 
form” of association, the only form of human 
to human association to lack “contents” (drives, 
motives) (p. 43). Sociability has no ulterior end, 
and no result outside itself, and offers people an 
“emancipating and saving exhilaration” (Giulianotti, 
2005, p. 295).
It is important for “wealth, social position, eru-
dition, fame, exceptional capabilities and merits” 
not to play any part in sociability (Simmel, 1964, 
p. 46). Sociability requires objective measures of 
status to take a back seat so that participants can act 
as if they were equals. Sociability exemplifies “a 
classless and democratic ethos or ideal” (Giulianotti, 
2005, p. 295).
In an analysis of sociability in the context of 
 Scottish football team supporters, Giulianotti (2005) 
notes that the Scottish fans pursue an egalitarian 
ethos and openly declare that regardless of whether 
you are a “barrister or street sweeper,” when you 
travel with the “Tartan Army you’re just the same as 
everyone else” (p. 296). Foley and hayllar (2009) 
had similar findings in their analysis of repeat visi-
tors to caravan parks in Australia where respondents 
noted that differences in wealth were not a factor 
in the temporary community of the holiday park. In 
both cases there is a collective understanding among 
participants that socioeconomic status is ignored for 
the sake of the sociable moments while on the holi-
day or football tour.
While many of the skills of sociability rely on the 
creativity, playfulness, and good humor of the par-
ticipants themselves, business event planners may 
have some influence over the “democratic aspects.” 
Sociability across hierarchies can be awkward. 
Business event planners often create status hierar-
chies by providing VIP status to keynote speakers 
and other “esteemed” participants. This may take 
the form of special tables at social functions, sym-
bols of status on conference badges, or conspicuous 
preferential treatment at formal and social gather-
ings. This focus on social status is not a good basis 
for the promotion of sociability.
There is scope at most business events to deem-
phasize status, to make the new post-graduate 
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for the “chorister,” the tourist who interacts in cre-
ative ways in “space that gives birth to the living 
experiences of human beings,” space that nurtures, 
spaces that take meaning from the people who 
occupy them (Wearing & Wearing, 1996, p. 233).
Event spaces too should be designed for the 
choraster. The physical features of event spaces 
influence the mood of delegates and the way they 
interact. For example, the physical layouts of 
rooms with a podium or lecture stand at the front 
are designed for the flâneur. They imply that the 
delegate is to gaze passively upon the spectacle of 
the presenter, and that no interaction is expected or 
encouraged. In contrast, “soft-seating arranged in a 
sociofugal petal layout” is the space of a choraster, 
encouraging spontaneous and informal interaction, 
allowing people to feel ownership of the space (Pitt 
& Bennett, 2008, p. 297). most people feel more 
creative in an informal, collaborative setting.
Studies of workplace design have found that 
group cohesion and the formation of friendships 
are influenced by the physical setting and that vari-
ables include the propinquity, size, and flexibility 
of spaces and seating arrangements (Bitner, 1992, 
Pitt & Bennett, 2008). Bitner (1992) contrasts the 
highly complex seating arrangements of a resort-
style facility designed to encourage interaction 
with the typical seating arrangements at most air-
ports, which discourage interaction among wait-
ing passengers. Similar findings are reported in the 
literature on interactive university learning spaces 
that recommend rooms being universally designed 
to be accessible to all, with comfortable, recon-
figurable furniture and soft lighting (Bickford & 
Wright, 2006).
Small groups generally are more likely to result 
in livelier conversation than very large groups, and 
lively conversation is vital for achieving sociabil-
ity. It is important then to design spaces that are 
conducive to small group gatherings, spaces in 
which people interact.
To encourage sociability at business events 
it may be useful to reduce work-like aspects: for 
example, to have some social spaces that are Wi-Fi 
free to encourage delegates to take a break from 
email and other online forums and make the most 
of the face-to-face opportunities.
Summing up, if we are to encourage creativity 
and sociability among delegates it is important 
of play involve creative periods during which the 
individuals involved investigate or experiment with 
new or unfamiliar configurations of objects, ideas, 
and behaviors (Wearing, 1998).
For huizinga (1980) and Wearing (1998) play and 
its resolution underpin creativity and human devel-
opment. If we didn’t play, including playing around 
with ideas, be it at work or at leisure, there could be 
no progress in any endeavor (Bateson, 1972).
Play develops friendships and sparks creativity. 
Creativity is central to innovation. Playful elements 
have the potential to infiltrate both the scientific and 
the social forums of business events. The format 
and style of scientific sessions, paper presentation, 
and the like might be altered so that delegates are 
not just a passive audience in the role of spectator, 
but are actively involved in a more playful style of 
session. Social events such as the welcome recep-
tion and conference dinner can be planned to be 
less stilted, involving creative and playful aspects.
Designing Event Spaces
Space is something we cannot touch but it 
touches us. It surrounds us and envelopes us and 
any other object in it. Luckily we are able to sculpt 
and change its appearance and therein lies the secret 
of good design (matthews, 2009, p. 59).
Physical spaces play a critical role in enabling or 
deterring interaction (Bickford & Wright, 2006). In 
order to encourage sociable interaction and play-
ful exchange of ideas it is necessary to give some 
thought to the way conference spaces are designed. 
The large, cavernous space of a convention or con-
ference venue can appear cold and unwelcoming. 
however, with attention to design, a cold cavern-
ous void can be changed into a warm and welcom-
ing place.
In a critique of tourist destinations, Wearing and 
Wearing (1996) use the concepts of “flâneur” and 
“chora” to illustrate the difference between spaces 
that are designed to be gazed upon—cold and alien-
ating experiences in which the tourist is merely a 
spectator—and spaces that are comfortable and 
inviting, spaces in which people interact. They 
make the point that tourist destinations should not 
be designed as spaces in which we gaze at prede-
termined images, in the tradition of the tourist as 
“flâneur.” Instead, tourist spaces should be designed 
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business event planners: maximize the time-out 
aspects of events to provide the social space required 
for the development of relationships; deemphasize 
the consciousness of status difference among del-
egates to provide optimal conditions for sociability; 
provide opportunities for play to stimulate creativity 
and build community; and design warm and inviting 
event spaces that facilitate interaction.
The finding on “friendship” as an important ben-
efit or outcome realized from congress attendance 
was a small but significant finding from a much 
larger study. It was revealing that the concept of 
friendship was the only theme identified by respon-
dents that did not link back to previously investi-
gated themes within the questionnaire. This finding 
suggests that respondents consider friendship to 
be an important outcome of congress attendance 
that requires greater recognition. As such, it is sug-
gested that the theme of friendship be added to the 
current themes of knowledge expansion, network-
ing, relationships and collaboration, fundraising 
and future research capacity, raising awareness and 
profiling, and showcasing and destination reputa-
tion that reflect the benefits and outcomes that can 
arise from a business event, as identified by Foley 
et al. (2011). Further research is suggested, not only 
to explore the meaning(s) of “friendship” in the 
context of business events, but to test its existence 
within the legacy benefits and outcomes across a 
larger number of business events.
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